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ABSTRACT

This thesis is exploratory in nature and looks at the history, current status, and
prospects of minority women in the officer corps of the U.S. Navy. The recruiting,
promotion, and retention of these women is compared with that of whites, using
information provided by the Defense Manpower Data Center and other sources.
Research focuses on the period from 1972 through 1990. Overall, the study shows a
very positive trend occurring for minority women, especially blacks, with steadily
increasing representation in the officer corps. However, potential problem areas
are found in the distribution of minority women across occupations and in their

related prospects for advancement.

In addition, evidence suggests that future participation by minority women may
be adversely influenced by the planned reduction of Navy personnel. Several
recommendations for further research are made, including the longitudinal

tracking of minority women through their promotional flowpoints.
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I. 1INTRODUCTION

This research 1s exploratory in nature. It is
exploratory because little information exists on the history
and current status of black women in the Navy officer corps.
It examines the status and service of minority women officers
in the United States Navy, and focuses on the issue o~
increased utilization of black female officers.

The history of women officers in the Navy began in 1908
with the establishment of the Navy Nurse Corps [Ref 1].
During World War II, the Navy took a step forward by allowing
women to serve in jobs other than as nurses. This was done in
order to free men from administrative work, and allow them to
work 1in <critical areas at sea during the war -effort.
Eventually, the Navy came to realize that women could be an
asset: they could be used to help ease personnel shortages
ashore as well as help alleviate the problem of forcing
technically-trained personnel to cover non-technical,
administration-related billets. Initially, black women were
not allowed to enlist in the Navy. There were no black women
officers in the Navy until 1944,

While the number of women officers in the Navy has
increased steadily over the past two decades, the increases in

black, Hispanic, and other minority women officers are small




compared to that of whites. This study looks at the recent
past and attempts to lay the groundwork for evaluating policy
concernint the direction of minority women officers in the
Navy.

A. SOURCE OF THE ISSUE

In the early 1940s, Congress directed the armed services
to accept women as part of an auxiliary force. While the
Nurse Corps and a small group of "Yeomanettes”" had existed as
far back as 1908 in the Navy, this marked the first attempt to
place women in military occupations that were previously
assigned only to men.

The Army was the first branch of the military to recruit
and commission female officer personnel as well as the first
service to commission black female officers. Major Charity
Earley, a member of the first class of women officers to be
trained, commented on the situation in 1942:

The members of the first class continued to arrive {at]
Fort Des Moines. We were 39 strong, eagerly awaiting the
arrival of number 40. She never got there, so we were
short one of the ten percent that had been allotted for
Negro women, supposedly based on the percentage of the
population we represented.[Ref 4:p 22]

The Navy and Marine Corps began commissioning female
officer personnel in 1944, but only after they encountered
manpower shortages and Congressional laws forced their hand.
As World War II ended, the Navy decided that it no longer

needed to recruit women (other than as nurses). The women

officers who were not nurses were channeled into




administrative occupations. Here they remained, almost
exclusively, for the next three decades.

After Congress passed the Armed Forces Integration Act of
1948, women were allowed permanent status in regular and
reserve units, but remained segregated in separate units for
women only. The Act also stipulated that the proportion of
enlisted women could not exceed two percent of the total
enlisted strength, and female officers (excluding nurses)
could not exceed ten percent of female enlisted strength [Ref
23]. They were also required to adhere to more stringent
enlistment requirements than men. These requirements included
higher minimum age for enlisting, higher levels of education,
and single marital status. Women were additionally excluded
from the service academies and relegated mainly to health care
and clerical jobs, the traditional "women's work" of the
military. As the Vietnam war began, growing numbers of
men and women entered the armed services. In 1967, Congress
lifted the two-percent cap on women allowed in the military,
though the proportion of women remained below this level for
another six years [Ref 1].

At the start of the all-volunteer era in 1973, the
military services were tasked by Congress to obtain a racial
and ethnic "mix" of officer personnel that was similar to that

of the civilian workforce [Ref 5}. This mix was to be

representative of the nation s percentages of blacks and other




minorities that graduated from accredited, four-year colleges.
At that same time, the Navy was tasked with recruiting and
retaining black, Hispanic and other minority officers at
minimum levels of six p2rcent, three percent, and two percent,
respectively, of its total officer force by the year 2000 [Ref
5:p 3-3]. Although the Navy has met yearly goals for both
Hispanic and other minority officers, yearly goals have not
yet been achieved for black officers.

B. OUTLINE OF THE STUDY

This study is exploratory, due to the limited information
available on the status of black women officers in the Navy.
The primary objective of the research is, consequently, to
bring together a variety of material and data on the subject
in the hope of aiding those who may wish to further examine
related issues and policies.

The study begins with a review of literature on black
women in the military, focusing specifically on the officer
corps. Recruiting issues are exzmined as well as factors
related to career patterns and advancement.

The next section describes the data and methodology used
in the study. This is followed by the main body of work,
including groups of tables showing various percentage
distributions of women officers in the Navy by rank (for

selected years), racial/ethnic group, source of commission,




and major occupational category. Additionally, +tables
illustrate percentage distributions of women officers
commissioned in various years who remain on active duty as of
1990, and the occupations to which they are currently
assigned. The final section presents the conclusions and
recommendations resulting from the literature review and

analysis of data.




ITI. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. CHRONOLOGY OF SERVICE BY BLACKS IN THE MILITARY

There have been numerous articles, journals, books and
studies that address the issue of women in the military. Few
publications have focused on the issue of how black female
officers have been integrated into the services, particularly
within the Navy. A detailed account of all events that have
led to the commissioning of women in the military would go far
beyond the scope of this study. Consequently, this section
highlights the major events and individuals that helped to
change the racial and gender composition of the military.

The first recorded visit of a black person to this
continent was in 1528, almost a century prior to the arrival
of slaves at Jamestown [Ref 6]. Although the wvisitor
initially came as a slave during an expedition led by Panfilio
de Navarez, who was looking for the Rin Grande River, the
slave (named Estebano), later returned r' a guide on a second
expedition.

Black slaves began to arrive on the continent between
1619 and 1636. At the same time, colonists began to perceive
that the Indians were a threat which had to be countered.

Concerned droups of colonists passed their own laws

sanctioning the American militia. All male citizens were




obligated to defend their land; however, they served in
positions according to their status in the community. The
rich were automatically appointed as officers, the commoners
served as rank and file, and the lower classes were designated
for service abroad (should such service ever be needed). The
laws stipulated that only men would be required to serve their
country.

In 1639, the colony of Virginia passed a 1law that
explicitly excluded "Negroes" from being allowed to bear arms
or carry ammunition [Refs 7: p 12 and 6]. Similarly, even
though the state of Massachusetts required that all men
residing there, regardless of race, attend militia training,
fear emerged that blacks trained for military duty would soon
begin revolting against slavery [Ref 6]. This fear led many
of the colonies to pass laws banning blacks from military
training. In New England and the central colonies, free
blacks were allowed to enlist as soldiers, although slaves
were excluded.

A much higher concentration of blacks was located in the
South. This caused an especially strong concern for safety
among Southern whites. Stricter laws were imposed in the
South, and blacks were not allowed to serve in the militia;
however, out of necessity, and due to the small number of
whites available to properly carry out a large-scale military

effort, blacks were used in emergencies [Ref 6].




Records show that colonial blacks first served as
military officers in 1736 during an assault on the Natchez
Indians. An all-black unit was assembled in Mobile, using
free blacks as officers. At the end of the 1770s, all blacks
were categorized as slaves, although many free blacks lived in
the Northern colonies. During peacetime, as the population of
blacks continued to rise to almost a half-million, fear again
reared its head and blacks were exempted from military
service--except during emergency situations. They were only
allowed to serve in limited numbers, and they were restricted
to jobs in support units or as laborers. The idea of allowing
blacks to serve in leadership roles was not considered [Refs
3 and 6].

At the start of the American Revolution, the Army flatly
refused to allow blacks to serve in its ranks. The British,
on the other hand, felt that all able-bodied men were fair
game and used blacks to ease manpower shortages. General
Washington soon realized that he, too, needed more personnel.
He eventually authorized his officers to enlist free blacks
for service. Blacks continued to serve until the end of the
war, and played significant roles 1in most major conflicts.
The efforts of black soldiers were lauded by American
commanders and then forgotten in time [Refs 3 and 6].

The Navy also had manpower shortages and could not afford

to be as restrictive as the Army when enlisting men for




service. Blacks served on all ships, but their race was not
always documented in the ship’'s log. The laws that were in
effect during the Revolutionary period did not prevent blacks
from serving in the Navy. In fact, some states paid blacks
bonuses for serving in the Navy, others granted slaves
freedom, and some states even gave small land grants to
veteran black sailors [Ref 6].

When the American Revolution ended, so too did the quest
of blacks to serve their country. Congress passed an Act in
1792 that restricted military service to "free, able-bodied,
white male citizens" [Ref 6]. Most states again followed the
lead of Congress, and even the Marine Corps {(established in
1798) refused to enlist any man who was not white.

With the War of 1812, blacks once again had an opportun-
ity to demonstrate they were a valuable manpower source. Many
commanding officers at the time were furious at having to
employ blacks; yet, when the conflict ended, blacks were again
praised for their efforts and heroic duty [Ref 6:p 17].
Again, as in the past, when the War of 1812 ended, blacks’
hopes of acceptance as citizens were crushed. They were no
closer to freedom, because the Treaty of Ghent, which
officially ended the War of 1812, required that each side be
restored to its original status. Blacks were thus returned to
their former owners, sent to the West Indies, or sold to make

restitution to their former owners [Ref 6].




The practice of denying service to blacks in the
military, except when emergency situations warranted,
continued throughout the American Civil War. Few blacks were
allowed to serve as officers because it was believed that,
unlike whites, they lacked the backbone to be good leaders
[Refs 6:p 23 and 3:p 155] In the early 1860s, the Navy
allowed blacks to enlist, but they could only be a servant,
cook, or "powder boy." By the end of the Civil War, the
general seaman ranks were opened to blacks. The highest rank
that blacks were allowed to achieve was "seaman," a lower-
level position in the enlisted force.

Despite the fact that the Navy refused to allow blacks to
achieve officer status, discrimination was less of a problem
in the Navy than in the Army. ©Naval crews were integrated and
there were no separate units for blacks. Prejudice, however,
still remained an everyday occurrence in the Navy. Many
people at the time believed that intelligence was a trait
found only in whites when it came to performing jobs other
than menial and manual labor [Ref 6]. Such stereotypes
continued for many years. Indeed, by the end of World War I,
there was still much resistance within the military toward
allowing participation by blacks. This was evidenced by
several reports to the Department of the Army stating that the
performance of blacks during World War I was poor at best. 1In

addition, a secret report from the Army War College alleged

10




that blacks were inferior and did not perform as well as
whites during combat [Ref 6:p 32]. As a result, most white
officers no longer wanted to be "burdened” with blacks.

As the nation was drawn into World War 11, the War
Department decided that the maximum strength of blacks in the
Army would be limited to their proportion of the nation’'s
general population, or approximately ten-percent. Although
the ten-percent participation rate was set as a quota, none of
the services ever reached the maximum allowable level.
Policymakers for the Army did not feel that military service
was the place to begin "experimenting” with racial groups in
any way that might possibly give rise to future social trends
in the United States. With this in mind, all units with
blacks were required to remain segregated [Ref 3].

The Navy, although it had not previously banned blacks
from serving, did not allow them to enlist from 1918 until the
early 1930s. When the ban on blacks was lifted, they were
confined to such occupations as messman or steward. Almost
ten years passed before other occupations were opened to
blacks. In 1943, the Navy staffed two ships (the USS Mason
and the PC 1264) with all-black crews in an experiment
designed to see if black sailors could serve in a wider
variety of shipboard jobs. Originally, all personnel above
the rank of E-3 assigned to these ships were white. Within

six months of the staffing of these two ships, the white
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sailors (except for officers) were replaced with blacks to
show that blacks were being allowed advancement opportunities
[Refs 3 and 6].

Given the Navy’'s traditionally white officer corps, it
wasn’ 't surprising that black officers were excluded from the
regular Navy. The Navy chose to integrate a few-thousand
blacks through the general service ratings; however, its non-
white steward’ s branch and its lack of black officers were
simply conditions that were ordinary and socially comfortable
[Ref 3:p 237].

To see a black naval officer prior to 1943 was a unique
experience 1in that relatively few blacks were allowed
commissions. They constituted less than 1.9 percent of all
officers in military service by the end of World War II, and
none ever achieved flag rank during that war [Ref 6].

From the end of World War II through the Korean War,
several studies were conducted (mostly by the Army) to
determine if racial policies were proper and whether the idea
of integration would produce better arm ’ forces. An initial
study recommended using blacks 1in more occupations while
maintaining the ten-percent ceiling on enlistments [Ref 3].
Some Army officials did not agree with the recommendations of
the study and commissioned a second task force (the Gillem
Board) to investigate the issue. The Gillem Board recommended

that the Army keep things "status quo"” [Ref 3].
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In 1948, shortly after the Army study was completed,
President Truman’ s Executive Order 9981 opened a new door for
blacks. The order called for "equality of treatment and
opportunity" for all people serving in the armed forces [Ref
6:p 40]. The Navy claimed that it had already made progress
toward racial equality, due to its own integration and non-
discrimination policies in 1946 [Ref 2: p 27]. The Army
privately fought the order and moved slowly toward integration
until the start of the Korean war, which made integration a
necessity [Ref 2]. In 1954, the Department of Defense
announced that the military was officially integrated [Ref 7:p
30]. This announcement occurred during the same year the
Supreme Court decided the case of Brown versus Board of
Education and a full decade before the Omnibus Civil Rights
Act of 1964.

The end of the Korean War found race relations in the
military more calm than in the rest of society. In the late
1950s, the major problems encountered by blacks in the armed
forces came from civilian communities located near military
installations [Refs 7 and 22]. These problems eventually led
to President Kennedy’'s reactivation of the President’s
Committee on Equal Opportunity in the Armed Forces, or the
Gesell Committee. It was established in an effort to examine
the special efforts and methods that were being used to

increase the insufficient flow of qualified blacks into the
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armed forces. It also looked at the various factors affecting
the participation of blacks in the armed forces [Ref 7:p 31].
In 1964, the Gesell Committee provided detailed, information
concerning unbalanced grade distributions of Dblacks,
segregation, and exclusionary practices in some military
units [Ref 7:p 32]. Within a year of these findings, the
Vietnam war began.

The Vietnam war, unlike previous conflicts, found blacks
doing more than their "fair share" of the fighting [Ref 7:p
32]. This situation added fuel to the anti-war movement in
the U.S. and helped convince many people that the draft was
basically unfair. By the early 1970s, efforts were being made
in Congress and in the Department of Defense to spread the
burdens of war more equitably throughout society. Military
"representation"” soon became an official objective of defense
manpower policy [Ref 7].

The post-Vietnam era caused another major change for the
military. For the first time, sensitivity training was
conducted and race relations programs were established in an
attempt to achieve racial harmony and to sensitize the
military to what had occurred with the changing composition of
the military. These changes included both racial integration
of the armed forces and the integration of growing numbers of
women into the services. In the 1late 1970s, sensitivity

training was expanded to include issues specific to women.
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1. The Role of Women in the Military From Colonial Times
to Present

Seldom, if ever, were the wartime contributions of
women of color noted in American history. During the colonial
period, such women were often used to care for the homes of
whites while white males were away fighting battles. The
duties of these women often included assisting in the care of
the wives and children who were left behaind.

During the American Revolutionary period, women of color
(along with whites) wove clothing for uniforms and flags, made
bandages, helped melt metal for ammunition, and helped care
for the wounded. The only black woman documented to have
made a major contribution during this period was Phyllis
Wheatley, who cautiously fought with pen and poetry to sharpen
the conscience of whites concerning their beliefs about blacks
[Ref 6:p 92].

During the Civil War, women of color were used to provide
medical support for black troops and to assist in distributing
supplies. One of the most noted black women to serve for the
military during this period was Harriet Tubman, who was a spy
for the Union Army and a ground navigator [Ref 22:p 44].

Women were first allowed to serve in an official military
capacity in 1901, when the Army Nurse Corps was established,
and later in 1908 with the creation of the Navy Nurse Corps.
The establishment of such units did not mean that black women

would be allowed to serve, as they originally envisioned.
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In fact, many black nurses believed that affiliating with the
Red Cross would give them the opportunity to serve with the
military during World War 1I. They applied with proper
credentials, but the Red Cross rejected all black applicants
based on the fact that blacks were not allowed to enlist in
the military at that time.

Two months prior to the signing of the 1918 Armistice
(which ended World War I), black women were finally accepted
in the Army Nurse Corps. When the Army began to experience
severe shortages of nurses, it conducted an experiment with
blacks. Black nurses were allowed to serve in integrated work
settings, but they were required to 1live 1in segregated
facilities. The results of this experiment revealed that
blacks were competent and professional, again proving that
blacks could perform as well as whites, given the proper
training and adequate facilities.

By 1943, only 160 black nurses were commissioned in the
Army, and black participation never exceeded one percent of
the total Nurse corps [Ref 6]. Although the first significant
numbers of black women came into the military during World War
II, there is no record of black women officers in the Navy
until 19441. When Secretary of the Navy, James Forrestal,

began integrating the Navy in 1946, only six black women

u.

1

The first black women to receive officer commissions in the
S. Navy were Ensign Pickens and Ensign Willis on 12 December

1944. [Ref 3:p 88]
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officers were serving. Four of the six were nurses and all
were reservists.

For the first 18 months after World War II, not one black
was granted a commission in the regular Navy. In 1948, LTJG
Edith DeVoe, one of the four black nurses commissioned in
1945, was allowed to augment into the regular Navy.

Historically, colleges were prevented from accepting
blacks for admission to Naval Reserve Officer Training Corps
(NROTC) programs because of state laws or institutional
policies [Ref 3:p 247]). According to MacGregor, the Navy’'s
attitude toward blacks during the post-war era was that of
indifference [Ref 3:p 250]. Rather than attempt to change
tradition, the Navy apparently chose to be viewed as a racist
institution. This was ironic, because the Navy was actually
the first service to develop a policy on integration. By the
close of 1948, there were a total of four black women officers
and only six black enlisted women in the Navy [Ref 3].
Shortly thereafter, the Navy agreed to utilize more blacks in
other than its steward branch [Ref 22]. Within a few months,
the number of black officers (both men and women) increased
to 19, as shown in Table 1. Still, this meant that blacks
accounted for just 0.04 percent of all naval officers. The
number of black officers increased from 19 to 149 during the
decade from 1949 to 1960, vyet representation was still
considerably less than three percent of total officer strength

in the Navy.
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TABLE 1

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF BLACKS IN THE US NAVY OFFICER CORPS,
SELECTED YEARS, 1949-1960
(ACTIVE DUTY)

Year Black Officers All Officers Percent Black
1949 19 45,464 0.04

1951 23 66,323 0.03

1953 53 78,095 0.07

1955 81 71,591 0.11

1960 149 69,559* 0.21%

Source: MacGregor, Morris J. [Ref 3: p 416]
Note: * Figures taken from BuPers Annual Report, Navy and
Marine Corps Military Personnel Statistics, 30 June 1960

The numbers of women officers increased substantially
during the following decade. Black officer representation
experienced the most growth in the decade beginning in 1974
and ending in 1984, with the most significant increases during
the early 1980s [Ref 6]. This growth was attributed to the
opening of more occupational specialties, the elimination of
the two-percent ceiling of women allowed to serve on active
duty, and the introduction of the All-Volunteer Force [Ref 3].
B. RECRUITMENT OF WOMEN OFFICERS

14

Since the implementation of the Al olunteer Force, the
task of recruiting people for the officer corps has taken on
a new meaning. The services have experienced 1little
difficulty in attracting officers for non-specific job

assignments; however, officers possessing technical or

scientific backgrounds are difficult to recruit for the

18




officer corps because they are in demand in the civilian
sector for entry-level management positions.

Until the early 1970s, the Reserve Officer Training Corps
(ROTC), Officer Candidate School (0CS)/Officer Training School
(OTS), and the service academies were not open to women
desiring to join the officer corps. According to Snyder, the
establishment of the Naval Academy and West Point was for the
primary purpose of providing professionally-trained officers
on a continuous basis [Ref 8: p 403]. ROTC and OCS were later
established to provide the larger numbers of officers needed
in the event of war.

ROTC was opened to women in the early 1970s, and the
service academies began accepting women in 1976. This led to
more women entering the military, since both programs offered
paid scholarships for up to four years to the most qualified
applicants as opposed to OCS and OTS, which required that the
vast majority of applicants already possess a college degree
before they would be allowed admittance to these officer
training programs. Given that ROTC continues to be a major
source of officer commissions for black and other minority
female officers, representation of these officers in the upper
ranks has not changed very much over the past decade.

The Army and the Air Force have been successful in
meeting or exceeding their vyearly recruiting goals for

minority officer personnel. Recent studies attribute the
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success of these services to their recruiting policies,
advertising, and an established reputation for giving officers
equal opportunities in the workplace, regardless of sex or
racial/ethnic background. The Navy, on the other hand,
appears to suffer from a poor image within many minority
communities. The negative perception is reinforced by the
fact that a relatively small number of minorities are found
above the level of Lieutenant Commander [Ref 9].

Historically, black women have never accounted for more
than two-percent of all Naval officers at the rank of
Commander or above. This compares with approximately six
percent for white female officers [Ref 18]. Stunted promotion
opportunity may partially explain why the number of black
female officers remains so small in the Navy. Once a woman
enters the Navy’'s officer corps, she may find that her
promotion opportunities are not as favorable as she had
originally anticipated and somewhat less than the promotion
opportunities of her white counterparts [Ref 18:p 73]. In
1989, approximately five percent of female officers in the
Navy were black, compared with almost nine percent of female
officers in the Air Force, and over ten percent of those in
the Army [Ref 11l:p 20].

It has been suggested that these percentages, coupled
with historical accounts of the Navy’'s treatment of minority

officers, have hampered black and other minority women from
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